Although classified as an upper middle-income country, food insecurity is still a concern throughout South Africa, as was evident in 2014-2015 when a drought left 22% of households food insecure. Further, a range of domestic and international factors make the local currency unstable, leaving South Africa exposed to risk in global wheat and exchange rate markets and increasing its food insecurity vulnerability. As such, agricultural research in South Africa is needed specifically in plant breeding to increase yields and help mitigate future food insecurity. To foster scientific innovation for food security, the South African government funds the Agricultural Research Council (ARC), which conducts holistic research on wheat and other crops. This study estimates the proportions of increases in yield of ARC's wheat cultivars, which are attributable solely to genetic improvements. In total, 25,690 yield observations from 125 countrywide test plots from 1998 to 2014 were utilized to estimate the proportions of yield increases attributable to the ARC. We found that South African farmers who adopted the ARC's wheat varieties experienced an annual yield gain of 0.75%, 0.30%, and 0.093% in winter, facultative, and irrigated spring wheat types, respectively. Using observed area sown to ARC varieties, we estimated that wheat producers gained $106.45 million (2016 USD) during 1992-2015 via the adoption of ARC varieties. We estimated that every dollar invested in the ARC wheat breeding program generated a return of $5.10. Assuming the South African per capita wheat consumption is 60.9 kg/year, our results suggest that the ARC breeding program provided an average of 253,318 additional wheat rations from 1992-2015. Further, the net surplus (consumer plus producer) from the ARC breeding program was estimated at 42.64 million 2016 USD from 1992-2015. Public breeding programs, especially those focused on wheat and other staple foods, must continue if South Africa is to meet growing global food demand, decrease present global food insecurity, and maintain the genetic enhancements that directly enhances yield and benefits low-income consumers.
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Introduction
Since the end of Apartheid in 1991, South Africa has made substantial progress in reducing domestic food insecurity. In October 1994, five months after he was democratically elected to lead South Africa, Nelson Mandela said, "[South Africa's] principal goal is a better life for all South Africans: black and white, farmer and farm-worker.. .. I would like to give [South Africans] the assurance that the government regards a healthy agricultural sector as indispensable for the continued welfare of South Africa" [1] . For 1994, over 40% of South Africans surveyed with children in their household indicated their children were always or often hungry, compared to just 11% in 2007 [2] . Apart from the increased spending on social welfare programs for the poor, food insecurity has also been reduced by investment in agricultural research and development.
Despite the significant improvements to food security in the early 21 st century, food insecurity spiked in November 2015 due to South Africa's worst drought in 23 years. It was estimated that between November 2014 and November 2015, 22% of South African households had no money to buy food [3] . This proportion reached as high as 41% in the Northwest province and 32%, 31%, and 26% in the Eastern Cape, Northern Cape, and the Free State, respectively. The increased proportions of the hungry were driven by cereal prices (mainly maize and wheat) rising by an estimated 53.7% for the same time period [3] . Elsewhere in the Southern Africa region, food insecurity spiked because of the 2015 drought, leading to an estimated 41.4 million people becoming food insecure [4] . Continued agricultural research is needed, particularly in plant breeding, to increase yields per hectare, breed for biotic and abiotic stresses, reduce yield variability, and help mitigate future food insecurity. The need for increased agricultural research is not unique to South Africa since there is widespread consensus that agricultural research and development are pivotal to economic progress in sub-Saharan Africa's overall economic growth [5, 6, 7] . In South Africa, wheat is the second most consumed grain crop behind maize and is a staple food for the majority of the population living in semi-rural and urban areas [8] . Since 1990, South Africa has consistently imported wheat, mainly due to a decrease in total production area [9] . Given South Africa's dependence on imports and the recent, significant depreciation of the rand against the USD (by 58% in the last five years [10] ), increasing yields per hectare could play a major role in breaking the dependency on imported wheat and helping to alleviate food insecurity by lowering domestic prices. Rising food prices, specifically maize and wheat, which are the staple crops of South Africa, pose a serious problem for both urban and rural poor attempting to combat food insecurity in South Africa [2] . Increases in wheat yield efficiencies in South Africa could also help regional food security, since South Africa is the second largest wheat producer in Sub Saharan Africa behind Ethiopia. In 2014, South Africa was the largest wheat exporter to Zimbabwe, Botswana and Namibia, indicating that yield gains experienced in South Africa can also have spillover effects to regional food security [11] .
Increases in wheat yields per hectare could play a large part in eliminating food insecurity, since per capita wheat consumption in South Africa has been estimated to have increased by 1.8% and 8.9% between 1994 and 2009 and 1999 and 2012 , respectively [12] . However, previous studies [13, 14, 15] have shown a deceleration in world wheat yield growth (per hectare) since the 1980s, specifically in irrigated areas, which cover approximately 21% of the total wheat production area in South Africa [16] . Although some studies [17, 18] have detected a genetic yield plateau in wheat, other studies [19, 20, 21, 22, 23] have found increasing global wheat yields in a linear fashion.
The Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) estimates that to feed the growing global population, total wheat output (via increased areas planted or genetic gains) would need to increase by 38% (0.86% annually) or 24 kg/ha/year to meet estimated demand in 2050. To put these needed gains in perspective, [24] conducted a meta-analysis of the genetic contributions of global wheat breeding programs. They analyzed twelve wheat-growing environments distributed across the world and found that from 1970 to 2010 global wheat yield potential was rising at only 0.61% annually, less than the 0.86% growth necessary to match demand increases estimated by FAO. Furthermore, they found the gains in spring wheat (the predominate wheat in South Africa) grew at 0.58% annually and winter wheat at 0.70%. They also concluded that there were no differences in average proportionate gains between dry and irrigated wheat. All the studies analyzed by [24] were found to contain strong linear growth patterns, indicating a constantly increasing (but at a decreasing percentage rate) growth in yields. Furthermore, they state that "in order to secure future food supplies, it is essential that the current low rates of progress in yield potential of wheat be accelerated." They found that of all the major food crops (wheat, rice, maize, soya, and cassava), wheat has shown the lowest rate of progress in yield potential despite its growth in demand as a food crop.
The quality standards for the release of new wheat cultivars in South Africa have been strict since wheat market deregulation in 1997. South Africa has historically produced high-quality wheat due to its high standards for varietal release [25] . South African millers then blend the high-quality South African wheat with lower quality imported wheat to obtain the blend suitable for bakeries. Quality and wheat yields are highly correlated, although negatively, which makes wheat quality an essential consideration in breeding [26] . Wheat yields in South Africa could have increased by 12.81% -19.03% if the focus of South African wheat breeders shifted toward yield gains instead of ensuring newer varieties that met the strict quality standards imposed on new varieties [25] .
This study determines what parts (proportions) of observed yield increases in released spring, facultative, and winter wheat cultivars are attributable to genetic improvements by the South African Agricultural Research Council's Small Grain Institute (ARC/SGI). A total of 36,507 yield observations from 125 test plots across South Africa from 1998 to 2014 are used to model yield gains. The dataset includes 26 ARC/SGI-released varieties (16 spring, 5 facultative, and 5 winter) commercially released to the public between 1992 and 2012. This study also determines if newer cultivars are associated with higher yield variation. Critics of modern varieties (MVs) have suggested that MV yields, although higher, vary more from season-to-season than traditional wheat varieties, thereby exposing consumers and producers to greater production/price volatility. Lastly, we calculate the economic benefits to South African wheat producers from adopting ARC wheat cultivars and the additional rations of wheat made available to South African consumers from the increased yield.
Like many high-income countries the area sown to publically bred wheat varieties in South Africa is diminishing as the number of privately bred, often more expensive, varieties released increases. Unlike most high-income countries, South Africa has many small and impoverished producers who can access publically released varieties. Previous research [27] has shown that given the reluctance of the private breeding sector to address the needs of marginal farmers, the public sector needs to play an active role in research and development, seed production and technology dissemination, especially with adequate support from appropriate government policies. That being said, public breeders such as the ARC must demonstrate tangible benefits to producers and consumers to justify scarce public funding.
This study is the first of its kind in South Africa as it uses a robust (36,507 observations) countrywide panel data set to estimate the gains from wheat breeding. This study is relevant because agricultural research and development projects must compete for funding with other projects that could increase the quality of life in South Africa. Further, the ARC 2015/2016 annual report shows that the total (real) investments in ARC wheat breeding have been declining since 2004. Increased information on the economic impact of wheat cultivar improvements would allow government and private donors to better gauge returns to investments in terms of benefits to consumers (increased wheat rations) and producers (increased revenue). To ensure future funding, the ARC, and other publicly funded research organizations in Africa whose cultivars are released to help low-income producers and consumers, need to provide tangible economic benefits attributable to their modern variety lines. As southern Africa continues to struggle with food insecurity, studies like this can give policymakers and scientists insight on the progress made and distance needed to go to eliminate food insecurity.
Literature review
The Agricultural Research Council's Small Grain Institute was founded in 1970 and conducts holistic research on wheat, oats, barley, and triticale. In keeping with its founding objectives, the Small Grain Institute (SGI) has conducted research for the public in areas including plant breeding, soil cultivation, pest and disease control, quality improvement work, and farmer training since the 1970s. Like other global breeding programs, the ARC breeding program focuses on three major breeding components: yield enhancement, quality improvement, and pest and disease resistance (maintenance breeding). Since its creation, the ARC has commercially released 43 wheat varieties at a rate of 1.2 cultivars per year [28] Moreover, the SGI has continually conducted maintenance breeding for evolving diseases and fungi that plague South African wheat production, like stripe rust and crown rot, and pests like the Russian wheat aphid (Diuraphis noxia).
Funding for the ARC comes primarily from three sources: The South Africa Parliamentary Grants, external income (revenue derived from project contracts, research and development contracts, and the sale of farm products), and other income such as interest received from shortterm investments. In 2014, ARC funding came from the three sources above in proportions of 68%, 30%, and 2%, respectively. Like all public, agricultural research centers, the ARC continuously lobbies for funding. According to the ARC annual report [29] , real total revenue declined by 8% due to reduced allocations of Parliamentary Grant from the government from 2014 to 2016 and a lack of growth in private sector investments in agricultural research and development over the last decade. This reduction in research funding is not unique to South Africa. After adjusting for the rising costs of research and inflation, 39% of Sub-Saharan African countries spent less on public food agricultural research and development in 2011 than in 1980 [5] .
With evidence [6, 30, 31] available to support the claim that investment in agricultural research and development pays for itself, it is counterintuitive that public funding for agricultural research is decreasing, particularly in the low-and middle-income world. In their comprehensive study [32] found that total public real expenditure on agricultural R&D to total agricultural GDP in 44 low-income countries globally declined from 1980 to 2002 [32] . The results showed that in 2000, the share of agricultural R&D expenditures in agricultural GDP in Africa and Asia was between 0.5% and 0.9%, and Latin America's share was at 0.98%. These rates are low compared to 2%-3% in high-income countries. Further, [32] show that, in real terms, public expenditure for agriculture increased over the period analyzed; however, agricultural expenditures as a proportion of total government spending showed a declining trend. Studies, such as this one, which highlight the holistic benefits of agricultural research are necessary to provide tangible metrics to policy makers and funding organizations about the benefits of investing in agriculture.
Literature evaluating genetic gains amongst wheat breeders in South Africa is sparse and, with regards to food security gains, is non-existent. In the most comprehensive genetic enhancement cultivar study to date [33] , found that the estimated genetic gain in yield potential for spring wheat from 1995 to 2010 grew at 1% annually in the dryland areas of the Western Cape, Ruens and Swartland, South Africa. However, [33] found there was no yield increase observed in cultivar trials. Conversely, [33] found that between 1995 and 2010, winter wheat yields in the Free State of South Africa increased by 0.55% annually due to genetic enhancements. The author also found spring irrigated yields grew at 0.7% annually-solely attributed to genetic gains-over the same time period. The study concludes that spring dryland wheat experienced no genetic gains yield gains from 1995 to 2010, while spring irrigated and winter wheat experienced 0.7% and 0.55% annual yield gains, respectively.
Using a technological k-shift parameter with indexes of varietal improvements [28] estimated the benefits associated with research conducted by the ARC in the South African wheat sector. The k-shift methodology calculates the growth in yield levels due to varietal improvement attributable to research after accounting for other factors contributing to output growth over time. While [28] , is the seminal research effort on South African wheat breeding, the authors state that one of the largest drawbacks to their methodological approach was the fact they did not look at empirical test plot yields, only countrywide macro level yields. The authors [28] do specify that "using a regression model to estimate yield indexes, given the required information is available, is definitely a possibility for future studies." As such, this study builds on the study by [28] by utilizing a large, robust dataset (25,690 individual test plot yields) to estimate the genetic benefits attributed to the ARC wheat breeding program in terms of both yield and yield variance (risk) between 1992 and 2015.
Materials and methods
Wheat is grown in three South African production regions: winter-/spring-planted wheat in the summer rainfall region (Free State province), winter-planted wheat types under dryland conditions within the Mediterranean climate of the Western Cape Province, and spring wheat types grown under irrigation in the Free State's summer rainfall region [34] . Wheat test plot data were collected from ARC test plots (1.5 x 5 m) throughout 125 plots across South Africa from 1998 to 2014 (Fig 1) . Permission from the South African ARC was given to use the dataset in its entirety. A total of 25,690 yield observations were deemed usable from 125 test plots, which included wheat grown under both irrigated and dryland conditions. The dataset included 26 ARC/SGI-released varieties (Table 1) , of which 42% were spring wheat (21,643 observations), 41% facultative wheat (10,577 observations), and 17% winter wheat (4,287 observations) varieties grown under both irrigated and dryland conditions (55% and 45%, respectively). Facultative wheats can be sown in winter or spring wheat conditions and generally have less cold tolerance, undergo a shorter but distinct period required for vernalization, and start growing and initiate flowering earlier compared to true winter wheats. The planting dates for spring, winter, and facultative wheat varieties are the same because the diverse geography of South Africa allows for both winter and spring wheat production simultaneously in various parts of the country. Average yields for each wheat type, year, release year by varietal type, and location are reported in S7, S8, S9 and S10 Tables and S3, S4, S5 and S6 Figs.
Under the National Wheat Cultivar Evaluation Program (NWCEP) run by ARC-Small Grains Institute, the wheat test plots were planted in winter each year (May-July) on producers' fields across South Africa according to a randomized block design with four replicates at each location each year. The trials were planted in one of two periods, normal or late, depending on their location. Late planting is typically for dryland wheat production because this production method typically precedes a fallow period to conserve soil moisture. [35] showed that pre-planting moisture is one of the most important determinants in dryland (rainfed) wheat production. As such, wheat planted after a fallow period may benefit from higher soil moisture, which is highly desirable amongst dryland producers, specifically in the relatively dry Free State. Under irrigated production, there are years when producers harvest maize and then sow wheat (double crop). Climatic conditions dictate when the maize crop is harvested; thus, wheat following maize may be past the optimal planting date. As such, the dataset includes 10,949 late-planting observations to mimic these production conditions/constraints. Average yield observations by normal and late planting dates are shown in S2 Fig. Seeding rates of each cultivar were calculated according to recommendations by ARC breeders. Fertilizer was applied according to recommendations for the area and, in most cases, by the farmer together with the rest of their wheat crop. Although cultural practices vary somewhat across participant and production locations, each wheat trial was produced under typical farming practices for each given region, and all trials were visited by ARC staff to monitor growth and production practices. Although a gap between experimental and actual yields exists, [36] concluded that the most reliable sources of relative yields are cultivar trials compared with producer field observations. The role of public wheat breeding in reducing food insecurity in South Africa PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0209598 December 31, 2018 So, despite yields often being greater in experimental test plots compared with producers' fields, the relative yield differences between varieties can be compared. We assume the same yield gains observed in varieties on ARC experimental plots are also captured by wheat producers across South Africa.
The Just-Pope production function offers flexibility in describing a stochastic production function that can exhibit changes in the mean and variance of output [37] . This method provides a straightforward procedure for testing if the determinants of increased yield also affect yield stability. Specifically, the Just-Pope production function allows the inputs to affect both the conditional mean and conditional variance of the outputs where the mean and variance functions are conditioned on a set of exogenous factors that can vary by observation. An advantage of the Just-Pope production function is that heteroscedasticity is explicitly incorporated into the model. This is important for varietal traits because trait variations due to breeding (yield, disease resistance, etc.) likely alter variances around variety-specific means, implying heteroscedasticity. Wheat is grown throughout heterogeneous areas across South Africa and varieties are specifically bred for resistance to different pathogens and insects and adaptation to various agronomic conditions. This implies a strong likelihood that variances around different cultivar means could be heteroscedastic. The main statistical challenge in using field trial data is typically the same varieties are not included in every trial year, due to the entry and exit of varieties across time. Genetic improvement is captured by identifying the mean yield for each variety and then plotting these estimates against each variety's release year (RLYR). The RLYR of each variety can be interpreted as the "vintage" of a breeding technology [38, 39, 40] . The coefficients on RLYR (one for the conditional mean function and one for the conditional variance function which gives the variance of the regression error term) capture the progression of the wheat breeding technology across time (conditional mean function) and yield variance of the ARC wheat breeding program (conditional variance function). However, a distinction exists between RLYR, which varies from 1992 to 2012, and the field plot trial dates, which vary from 1998 to 2014. Each variety has a single RLYR, the date that the wheat variety was released commercially to the public, and each one embodies the breeding technology that was readily available for that given year. In the estimated regression model, the coefficient on RLYR only captures the effect of wheat seed technology at the specific year of release. A typical life-cycle of a variety begins with a variety producing relatively higher yields than previously released varieties during the early years of adoption and ends with its eventual replacement by yet higher-yielding releases [40] . Average yield by RLYR is shown in S9 Table and S6 Fig. RLYR is not a time-trend variable but is modeled similarly to the way in which the growth model [38] showed the embodied technology [39] . Specifically, [38] assigned "serial numbers" of ordinal magnitude to the embodied technology in capital. In this model, the variable RLYR represents the embodied technology for a given year of release for a wheat variety by the ARC breeding program. This method is standard procedure for measuring the impact of technological change on output [40] . Separate regressions were estimated for each wheat type (spring, facultative, and winter), since each was bred for different growing environments and, as such, would have different mean yields and yield variances by location and by year.
Importantly, management practices vary by location (irrigated or non-irrigated) and year, as many of the test plots are on actual wheat producers' fields. Results from a single year or single site could be misleading, due to the possibility of extreme weather events (particularly for dryland wheat production) or pest pressure. Annual and location fixed effects are included in the regression model to account for differences in management and production practices across years and locations. Location fixed effects are included in the model to account for location-specific factors, including time-invariant factors such as altitude and soil texture. Potential yield trends over time are accounted for by including test plot-year fixed effects. Including these fixed effects, the regression models for yield and yield variance, respectively, for a given variety become:
where Y jtw is the yield in kg/ha for plot j in time period t for wheat type w (winter, spring irrigated, spring dry and facultative). PLANTING jtw is qualitative (0-1) indicating if the particular plot was planted late (0) or during its optimal planting period (1). LNRLYR jtw is the log of release year for the yield observed on the plot j in year t and for wheat type w (spring, winter and facultative). Four pairs of (1) and (2) are estimated, one for each varietal type (spring irrigated, spring dryland, facultative and winter) since the breeding goals (drought tolerance, quality, and heat stress tolerance) differ for each. The term δ t represents a vector of coefficients. A given coefficient represents each year (t), from t = 1998 (the year of the first test plot) to t = 2014, with t = 1998 being omitted as the base (default) year. A squared RLYR term was initially modeled to capture curvature in genetic gain, but due to perfect collinearity between RLYR and RLYR 2 , the LNRLYR was used to capture curvature. The term φ i is a vector of coefficients with each coefficient representing one of the 125 locations, or experiment plots, where the variety test performance experiments were conducted. All dryland and facultative wheat in the study were produced under dryland conditions; however, spring wheat was produced under both dryland and irrigated practices. Thus, separate models were run for spring irrigated and spring dryland wheat as they were bred for different agronomic and climatic environments. A binary variable indicating dryland or irrigated is inserted into (1) and (2) when estimating the equations for spring wheat.
Wheat yields are also a function of climatic characteristics such as precipitation (in the case of dryland wheat), solar radiation, and temperature. Ideally, independent variables representing these forces would enter into the equations estimating yield and yield variance. However, like the majority of large panel datasets from low-/middle-income countries, weather data were not available in their entirety. As such, year (δ) and location (φ) fixed effects also account for weather impacts. Eqs (1) and (2) are estimated by feasible generalized least squares [40] . Standard errors are clustered by year and the three regions.
Results

Winter wheat
The coefficient of RLYR is the focus variable in this study since it captures the "vintage" of each cultivar, i.e., the level of technology that characterizes each wheat cultivar. Using the JustPope results from the full fixed effects model (S5 Table) and using β 1 and LNRLYR for each year to calculate annual average gains, it was found that on average, from 1992 (with the release of Tugela-DN) to 2015, the ARC wheat breeding program added 21.58 kg/ha (P<0.01) annually in their winter wheat varietal releases. Average change is varietal (winter, spring dryland, spring irrigated, and facultative) specific where average gain is calculated as (b 1 P T t¼1 lnRLYR) / T, whereb 1 is the respective estimate of β 1 . The model explains 55% of the yield variation, and both Year and plot fixed effects were highly (P<0.01) significant. The variance parameter estimates show that from 1992 to 2014, the varieties released by the ARC Breeding Program experienced some (P<0.05) increase in annual yield variance (S5 Table) . This observation would imply that yield risk (as measured by the variance of the Just-Pope model) is increasing over the sample period, indicating that ARC-released winter wheat variety yields have increased with a tradeoff with increased yield variation.
Spring wheat
Using the Just-Pope results from the model (S3 and S4 Tables) and transforming the β 1 and LNRLYR into annual average gains, on the average from 1994 (with the release of Marico) to 2014, the ARC wheat breeding program added 9.53 kg/ha (P<0.01) annually with the release of their irrigated spring wheat varieties. The model explains 49% of the yield variation, and both Year and plot fixed effects were (P<0.10) significant. Unlike the findings in the winter wheat varieties, the associated yield gain attributed to the ARC irrigated spring wheat breeding program is not accompanied by an increase in yield variance (P>0.10). This implies producers using irrigated spring wheat released by ARC experienced yield gains with no associated increase in yield risk. The insignificance of the LNRLYR coefficient on spring dryland wheat (S4 Table) could be attributed to the fact that three of the four ARC dryland spring wheat varieties were released in the same year (2012) and the other was released shortly before (2009), resulting in a short window for finding significant progress from breeding technology.
Facultative wheat
The Just-Pope LNRLYR coefficient estimates associated with facultative wheat (Table 2) indicate the ARC breeding program has added 7.38 kg/ha (P<0.05) annually, on average, since the release of Limpopo in 1994. Again, both the fixed effects for plot and Year were highly statistically significant (P<0.01) with the model explaining 53% of the yield variation. Similar to spring irrigated wheat, the yield gains associated with facultative wheat did not come with greater yield variance.
Cumulative genetic gain
An important feature of the calculation of genetic gains associated with a breeding program is to account for the program's cumulative effects over the entire period. That is, the yield gains attributable to the breeding program in 1993 are those observed in 1993 plus those observed in 1992. Therefore, the genetic gains for 2015 would be the sum of the year-specific genetic gains from 1992 to 2015 for winter wheat and 1994 to 2015 for spring and facultative wheat, corresponding to the first release of each variety in the study. For example the lnRLYR coefficient on winter wheat is 163.00 ( Table 2 ). The first ARC winter wheat variety was released in 1992 and its gain was equivalent to the natural log of the year (which for estimation purposes was 1, the year of initial release) multiplied by the winter wheat coefficient found on Table 2 . Therefore, the cumulative gain for 1993 (or year two) is simply ln (2) � 163, or 112.98 kg/ha, as illustrated on column 5 on Table 3 . The cumulative gains in any period for a varietal (columns 3, 5 and 7 on Table 3 ) are actually the sum of the gains (changes) in all periods before and up to the current year. For example, 54.89 in column 2 for 1997 is the sum of (27.44 − 0) + (43.5 − 27.44) + (54.89 − 43.50) = 54.89.
Winter wheat had the largest gain by wheat type, 518.03 kg/ha, from the initial release of Tugela-DN in 1992 (Table 3 ). The average yield of Tugela-DN was 3,123 kg/ha (416 observations), which equates to a 16.58% increase over the initial release of Tugela-DN through 2014 and is solely attributed to the ARC breeding program. This difference would equate to an annual increase of 0.75%. This increase is less than the FAO's estimate that total wheat output (via increased area planted or genetic gains) would need to increase by 38% (0.86% annually) to meet the demand of feeding the growing global population by 2050.
Cumulative genetic gains through the ARC breeding program for irrigated spring wheat were estimated at 200.33 kg/ha (Table 3 ) from the initial release of Marico and Kariega in 1994 through the 2014 growing season. The average yield for Marico and Kariega was 6,561.41 kg/ ha (4,952 observations) resulting in a 3.05% total increase. The regression coefficient on facultative wheat from Table 2 estimates a cumulative gain of 162.49 kg/ha (Table 3 ) from the initial These results suggest that the largest gains in the ARC are from dryland wheat breeding because all winter wheat observations were under dryland conditions and less than 1% of facultative wheat was irrigated. The average annual gain of dryland (facultative and winter wheats) was 0.72%, which is larger than the percentages in the meta-analysis conducted by [24] , which found that global wheat yield potential was only rising at 0.61% annually. Our winter/dryland results are in line with [24] , who found that global winter wheat annual yield increases of 0.70%, compared to our 0.72%. However, the gains estimated in this study are still below the 0.86% growth necessary to match demand increases estimated by FAO. Like the study by [24] , we find the average annual genetic gains for spring wheat are less than for winter wheat. The results above (dryland and irrigated spring wheat and dryland winter and facultative wheat) are in line with [33] who found that South African spring dryland wheat experienced no genetic yield gains, while spring irrigated and winter wheat experienced a 0.7% and 0.55% annual yield gain, respectively from 1995 to 2010. As derived from S1 Table. South Africa does not reported irrigated versus non-irrigated spring wheat area. As such, it was assumed that the total percentage of spring wheat observations in the dataset which were irrigated (78.77%), was equivalent to the total percentage actually sown by producers in South Africa. b As derived from Just-Pope Yield coefficient on Table 2 https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0209598.t003
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With the exception of dryland spring wheat, we find wheat breeding conducted by ARC in South Africa has not reached a genetic plateau. Results from dryland spring wheat need to be viewed with caution, given the relatively few commercially-released varieties in the dataset. Furthermore, S1 Table indicates the majority (99.74%) of spring wheat planted in South Africa is not sown to ARC varieties; in contrast, 19.54% of South Africa is sown to ARC winter wheat varieties. While the ARC does not disaggregate its wheat breeding budget by wheat type, an explanation for this variance could be that a larger portion of the breeding budget is allocated to winter wheat improvements.
Producer benefits
Producer benefits, measured as revenue gains attributable to the ARC's wheat breeding program from 1992 to 2015, are presented in Table 4 . Using the cumulative estimated yearly genetic gain increases, actual area sown to ARC varieties by type (spring, winter, and facultative) and price data from 1992 to 2015, we can roughly estimate the total revenue gain to South African wheat producers. Table 4 indicates that the total gains attributable to the ARC's wheat breeding program were estimated to total $106,453,777 (2016 USD) or $4,435,574 (2016 USD) annually. These amounts are less than those estimated by [28] , who found the ARC wheat breeding program added $22.6 million (2016 USD) annually from 1980 to 2008. The higher results estimated by [28] could be attributed to the time period; after 1997, there was a significant drop in South African wheat area planted due to market liberalization. As such, the study by [28] captured the benefits of many more wheat hectares and substantially higher wheat prices. So, the genetic gain could be the same, but due to exogenous factors like hectares sown to ARC lines and wheat price, the gains estimated by [28] would be higher. Second, estimates from [28] were not derived from empirical yield data but rather by analyzing macro-level data. Thus, the estimates of this study, which are calculated from empirical yield data, provide results that are field driven and not aggregated to the macro level, unlike those found in [28] . Another way of interpreting our benefit estimates is a counterfactual scenario. That is, what would have happened if the ARC had not invested in wheat breeding from 1992 to 2014? The implicit counterfactual is that South African producers would have continued to grow varieties of the vintage and yield of Tugela-DN and forfeited the benefits estimated above.
However, it is more likely South African producers would have adopted wheat varieties developed by other breeding programs (CIMMYT, Pannar, and Sensako, for example). In that sense, the estimates derived above would overestimate the total benefits of the ARC breeding program. Considered from another point of view, this study likely underestimates the true benefits of the ARC wheat breeding program, because it does not include the contribution made by ARC in terms of pathogen/disease/pest resistance. Globally, producers tend to focus on yield potential (ceilings) of varieties instead of variability (floors) and, thus, may often undervalue the genetic resistance to a disease that does not raise yield potential but raises the yield floor. More explicitly, when ARC breeds for Russian wheat aphid resistance, for example, it does not raise the yield potential of a given variety because Russian wheat aphids are not present every growing season, and yield potential is derived from a best-case scenario. However, disease/pest/pathogen resistance does, in fact, reduce the yield variability (floor) of a variety. Economists and policymakers tend to undervalue the opportunity cost of this type of agricultural research, specifically with regard to maintenance (pathogen/disease/pest resistance) breeding. Furthermore, maintenance breeding for biotic and abiotic stresses stabilize yields overtime which reduces price variability which benefits poor consumers. Accordingly, the substantial economic benefit that accrues from avoided yield losses through resistance to pathogens is often omitted in the cost-benefit analysis of such breeding programs because the producers do not experience the losses, but breeding programs incur the costs to prevent them. While we do not explicitly estimate the benefits of resistance, we implicitly acknowledge their important contribution.
Benefit-cost analysis
ARC provided breeding costs for their wheat breeding program (Table 5) . These costs include all breeding, pre-breeding, laboratory, salaries, and other expenses associated with the program. Ideally, costs would be distributed over the 10 years prior to release, representing the time it takes to initially cross a variety and its eventual commercial release. However, ARC wheat breeding cost data were only available from 2004 to 2015, so lagging was not an option. We linearly extrapolate costs from 2004 to 1992 and adjust for inflation, with the assumption the breeding program began in 1991. While these extrapolations are synthesized data, they do provide plausible estimates of investment return. We estimate (Table 5 ) the benefit-cost ratio [41] to be 5.1:1 as of 1991. That is, for every dollar invested in the ARC wheat breeding program, a return of $5.10 is generated. The benefit-cost ratio provides evidence that the economic rate of return to the ARC wheat breeding program is high, although evaluating these measures further is difficult without comparable values for other public investments (the opportunity cost of public funds).
To put this in context, [5] found the mean benefit-cost ratio for agricultural investment in Sub-Saharan Africa to be 30:1. The 5.1:1 ratio would be in the second quartile of 129 benefitcost ratio studies applied to Africa. Our relatively low ratio could be due to a litany of factors including the fact that ARC/SGI uses its funds for a multitude of activities besides wheat breeding. ARC conducts holistic research for the public good in areas including wheat breeding, soil cultivation, pest and disease control, and farmer training, which are all incorporated into its wheat breeding budget. Furthermore, adherence by the ARC to the relatively high wheat quality standards in the country may be a major cause of the low returns from ARC wheat breeding, when measured through yield gains. ARC must breed for higher yield and higher quality, which are inversely related. However, taking from the estimates in this research, the benefits of 
Consumer benefits
Impacts associated with R & D investments are broad and include productivity gains, increased incomes, nutritional benefits and changes in household resource allocation patterns. South Africa wheat consumers benefit from increased supply and the subsequently reduced domestic price. While modeling the price effects of the increased supply attributed to the ARC is outside the scope of this study, we are able to estimate the increased number of wheat rations annually attributed to the ARC. Table 6 indicates that on average the ARC wheat breeding program provides an additional 253,318 wheat rations annually, assuming a per capita consumption of 60.9 kg/yr [12] . We also measured changes in consumer and producer surplus attributable to the ARC wheat breeding [42, 43] . We assumed a 0.51% improvement in yields Table 3 . b Assuming a per capital wheat consumption of 60.9 kg annually [12] . c The elasticity of demand was set at -0.22, the elasticity of supply at 0.68 and the upward shift in supply at 0.51% assuming demand held constant. Prices and quantities varied with the year observed.
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0209598.t006
The role of public wheat breeding in reducing food insecurity in South Africa due to wheat breeding (found as the percentage of total yields attributed to the ARC wheat breeding program (Table 3) to the total South African wheat supply). As is typical, consumers gained more in consumer surplus than producers lost in producer surplus. The net surplus summed over 1992-2015 was $42.64 million (Table 6 ). This compares with the cost of the ARC wheat breeding program of $21 million. Consumer surplus can be reflective of the benefits to consumers of lower prices emanating from increased quantity supplied to markets emanating from agricultural research and development. These benefits can enhance food security and other socio-economic imperatives.
Conclusions
Although classified as an upper middle-income country by the World Bank, food insecurity is still a concern throughout South Africa. Food insecurity was prevalent between 2014 and 2015 in South Africa when a severe drought left 22% of South African households food insecure [3] . This reinforced food security as a prominent political and agricultural concern. Food security relates to a number of factors including increased and consistent yields of modern staple crop varieties. South Africa become a net wheat importer beginning in 1990 leaving it vulnerable to the volatility of international wheat price and global exchange rates. Domestic and international factors have led to the South African rand dropping significantly against the USD (by 58% between 2012 and 2017 [10] ). This implies importing wheat to ensure food security will be more costly and more volatile. One way the South African government has combated food insecurity is by funding the South African Agricultural Research Council's (ARC) Small Grains Institute (SGI) to improve crop yields with new wheat varieties. Importantly, unlike some other regional studies [17, 18, 39] , we find that South African genetic gains in wheat have not plateaued. Thus, further yield increases could be expected from additional research. We also find that, except for winter wheat, newer varieties have increased yields while not increasing the variance of wheat yields, implying a decreasing coefficient of variation.
The high quality standards set by the research technical committee (RTC) of the South African wheat industry could be undermining potential yield increases in South Africa. These standards encourage millers to import lower quality wheat from abroad. Quality attributes were not available for this study, so yield losses due to quality standards cannot be measured. That said, the presence of strict wheat quality standards combined with the fact that one of the general characteristics of wheat is the defect of conversion (yield declines as quality improves) may help to explain why the genetic gains modeled in this study have been increasing over time at a decreasing rate.
This study likely underestimates the benefits of ARC genetic material if ARC materials were used by private wheat breeders in South Africa over the study period. The advent of plant variety protection (PVP) and intellectual property rights (IPR) laws considerably restricted the exchange of plant genetic resources and breeding lines between the public and private wheat breeding research institutions in South Africa. The ARC contributed to some of the plant breeders' rights owned by private companies through shared genetic resources made available before the PVP/IPRs were implemented [44] . Without knowing how much, if any, of the genetic material being used by private breeders in South Africa originated with the ARC, it is not feasible to estimate the additional benefits this study neglects. Thus, it is likely that the estimates of benefits in this study could be the lower bound if ARC genetic material was used in private breeding over the study period.
This study is only one part of a larger effort to develop sustainable wheat production to ensure global food security. Achieving this goal in the face of increased wheat demand and climate change requires integrated approaches across plant breeding, economic, agronomic, soil, biologic, hydrologic, and other scientific disciplines whose research can be influenced by the results provided in this study. Similarly, the ARC wheat breeding program is one part of a holistic effort to ensure food security in South Africa and neighboring countries which import wheat from South Africa. Continued funding for public plant breeding programs such as ARC-SGI would likely lead to wheat breeders raising the yield ceiling and ensuring that maintenance breeding for disease and pest resistance simultaneously raises the yield floor. In addition, our benefit-cost analysis suggests ample returns to ARC funding. Feeding a growing population will need to be met with both increased domestic supply supplemented with global imports. Increasing domestic supply through public and private wheat breeding, extension services, and holistic scientific agricultural research will help shield South Africa from an uncertain global grain market and risk from exchange rate fluctuations. Continued funding for public plant breeding programs such as the ARC wheat breeding program ensures that genetic gains accomplished by wheat breeders globally avoid plateauing, which is a potent tool for combating global food insecurity. Food security will not flow from plant breeding alone. This study shows the payoff from investment in enhanced breeding is one piece of the puzzle of achieving food security. 
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